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QUEER CORPUS
DANIEL YADIN

THE LOST AUTOBIOGRAPHY OF SAMUEL STEWARD: Recollections of
an Extraordinary Twentieth-Century Gay Life reads,
at times, like a wet dream. Sex was Samuel Steward’s
main way of navigating the world — wherever he
is, at whatever phase of his life, he’s sure to find a
man. On vacation in Algiers, Steward sees a man
on the street. They fuck. Visiting the author André
Gide at his home in Paris, he spots a beautiful man
in the apartment. The next time Steward visits, Gide
pushes him into his bedroom, where the beautiful
man is waiting for him, naked. They fuck. Thornton
Wilder, three-time Pulitzer Prize winning novelist
and playwright, heretofore unknown publicly to be
anything but heterosexual? They fuck. He cums in
ninety seconds on Steward’s belly. And finds inspiration to write the third act of Our Town.
Steward, an English professor, tattoo artist, essayist, and gay pornographer, recorded each of his
sexual experiences on a 3” x 5” index card that he
then alphabetically catalogued in his “Stud File.” By
the end of Steward’s life, the Stud File contained
more than 4,500 entries compiled from over 800
men. The meticulously-kept records buttress The
Lost Autobiography, which is a collation of texts that
Steward wrote throughout his life.
Steward first attempted to write an autobiography
in 1978, at age 69, after publishing a collection of
letters written to him by Gertrude Stein and Alice
Toklas, whom he had befriended via letter-writing and who had hosted him several times in their
home in the French countryside. After writing for
102 days, he produced a 110,000-word manuscript,
which, by early 1979, had become a clean 368-page
draft. (This manuscript is housed, along with the rest
of Steward’s papers, in Yale University’s Beinecke
Rare Book & Manuscript Library.) The 368-page draft
was published in 1981 in an abridged form titled
Chapters from an Autobiography, which omitted
large chunks of his life contained in the original

document, including details about his childhood,
education at Ohio State, adult life in California, and
nearly all of his life in Chicago, his home for almost
thirty years. The two texts sometimes describe the
same scene differently, offering diverging emphases,
descriptions, and explanations of events.
The Lost Autobiography, released this year, is an
integration of the original manuscript and Chapters.
The editor, Jeremy Mulderig, a professor emeritus of
English at DePaul University who stumbled upon the
two manuscripts in the Beinecke Library while editing a collection of the monthly essays that Steward
wrote in the Illinois Dental Journal, reordered sentences, paragraphs, and chapters, cut and added
phrases from elsewhere in the text, and omitted
markers of textual moves. He did not, however, alter
Steward’s original words or sentence structures.
The result is a work that forces us to examine the
truth of autobiography. Setting down one’s life in a
narrative form is a process of culling and construction. It demands that one reduce experiences and
emotions to things containable by words, clearing
away enough of life’s underbrush for a reader to discern, more or less, a basic narrative arc. But this is
a task that largely remains invisible behind autobiographical texts, which usually belong to the crudely-defined category of “nonfiction,” accepted as fact,
as the truth. Rarely do we see a narrative as visibly
constructed as The Lost Autobiography of Samuel
Steward.
Steward and Mulderig render Steward’s life in a peculiar, particular way. On paper, it is one in which the
presence of the male body is always closely felt. At
age fourteen, in 1923, Steward masturbated for the first
time (“the tingling raced from head to feet”). He began
clumsily trying to kiss the girls that all the other boys
liked – Edith, Agnes, Mabel, Kathryn. He began paying
loving, relentlessly specific attention to the male body.
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He fainted when he saw his high school track coach,
Coach Johnson, in the gym showers:
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teaching — given up without any sorrow or regret.”

Mulderig notes that William T. Powers did not
His muscular tanned body turned actively under
become dean at DePaul University until the 1955the shower as he soaped himself, his arms and
1956 school year, meaning that Steward has antechest. The hair of his strong wide chest was
dated his account by two years, and Steward’s
now streaming downward under the water, his
contemporaneous journal entries reveal that his
black curly hair atop his head flattened down the bravado is fictionalized. As Steward described the
sides of his handsome face, strong-jawed, darkscene in his personal journal at the time, Dean
browned…my eyes traveled down the length of
Powers called Steward into his office to inform him
his superb body, the sturdy thigh muscles, the
that his contract would not be renewed because of
well-developed calves. I could hardly bring myself Steward’s “outside activities” — that is, tattooing, or
to look at his genitals, swinging free.
homosexuality, or both — and Steward was devastated. No “Hold it just a minute, Fatty,” no prepared
He began to masturbate his friends and men around resignation letter, no “Fuck Kammer” on his way out.
town, though he quickly graduated to “sucking and
fucking,” launching a criminal life that risked twenty The fracture between life as written and life as lived
years of imprisonment under the laws of the State of troubles The Lost Autobiography. Beyond instances
Ohio.
of direct contradiction with contemporaneous
accounts and beyond the authoritative instabilAfter sharing sexual encounters with dozens of men ity of this particular narrative, the book’s sexual
in Woodsfield—including, Steward claims, four footescapades simply strain belief: Could he really
ball players, three track runners, and the entire high have fucked Rudolph Valentino and Lord Alfred
school basketball team— he left for Columbus, where Douglas? How did that stranger on the train know
he studied English at the Ohio State University and
that he was gay and down to fuck? Was there even
continued to suck and fuck. He earned a bachelor’s
a way to safely approach men like that in the 1930s,
degree and a Ph.D. and instructed at the university
pre-Grindr?
after graduation, until being sent to teach English
at Carroll College in Helena, Montana, for one
This fracturing runs deep through The Lost
year, where he slept with his students. After the
Autobiography of Samuel Steward. It is difficult, on
school year, he departed for a summer job at Glacier any level, to pin down the truth, if it exists, about
National Park, where he had sex with his bunkmate, his life. Steward himself lived under three personae:
who was, Steward writes, “extremely handsome with Samuel Steward the professor of English, beloved by
black curly hair” and had “a body with excellently
students and equipped to teach seminars on topics
defined musculature” that carried “a heavy sexual
ranging from Anglo-Saxon grammar to the Jacobean
aura.” He left Glacier National Park after the sumdramatists to the modern novel; Philip Sparrow the
mer’s end, moving westward for a teaching positattoo artist, working first in Chicago and then in
tion at the State College of Washington in Pullman,
Oakland on tens of thousands of men, including the
and, while leaving for Chicago and hopping around
local chapter of the Hells Angels motorcycle gang;
universities there, while traveling to Europe and
and Phil Andros, man-lover, writer of highbrow literbefriending Gertrude Stein and sucking Lord Alfred ary gay erotica. And his gay sexual life, if not always
Douglas’s dick, while moving to Oakland, tattooing
hidden, was at least furtive, and his “closet,” as it is
the Hells Angels, writing homosexual erotica, and
for many, was a nebulous thing, changing degrees
settling down to confine and collapse his life into
of opened and closed between setting, time, and
something containable in the pages of The Lost
company.
Autobiography of Samuel Steward: Recollections
of an Extraordinary Twentieth-Century Gay Life,
Yet, as complex as his inner workings were, as legally,
the male body, “Man,” as he termed it, capitalized,
socially, and professionally regulated as his life was,
stayed a constant companion. His sex did not cease. Steward staked a claim to his agency and visibility
through his body.
The reader of The Lost Autobiography is certainly
taken on an extraordinary ride. But why should
“I was in no sense a case of multiple personalities,”
she believe it? There’s no comfort to be taken in
Steward writes. “I did in a sense have an old artithe truth and inevitability of the autobiographical
choke heart, and the various pen names I used in the
narrative. The man behind the curtain is so starkly
things I wrote…were like the separate leaves that are
there in this case — Mulderig introduces the text by
capable of being stripped away. But what was at the
explaining how he completely changed and reorgacenter?”
nized Steward’s writings. He explains, in depth, the
laborious process of crafting a cohesive narrative
The body, the great unifier. Through the deaths of
out of a life. He denies the readers, from the start,
his parents, his firings from academic positions,
the ability to imagine that this autobiography is a
his movements into and out of Protestantism and
simple record of a life as it happened.
Catholicism, his passage through decades and
across the country, Steward inhabited a white, cis,
What’s more, Thornton Wilder’s biographer raises
gay body that was wholly his and his alone. His
doubts on Steward’s claims of a sexual relationship
experiences were lived in and mediated through his
with the playwright, which go uncorroborated and
body, which was heavily regulated by homophobia
unsubstantiated beyond his entry in the Stud File.
but transgressed its confinement through experiAnd, in a central scene, Mulderig provides evidence ences of intense embodied pleasure. Anti-gayness
in the footnotes that the scene as written may be
physically and discursively confines the ability of
wildly misrepresentative of reality.
gay people to experience their bodies to their fullest
abilities and desires, and shame and fear fracture
In his manuscript, Steward recalls his firing from
the self from the body in moments of erotic gay
DePaul University as follows: in 1954, right after
pleasure. But Steward’s relentless pursuit of the bodrealizing that tattooing is immensely more profities of men, his enthrallment with physical pleasure,
able than teaching English, Steward is called into
his identification of himself and the world through
the office of Dean William T. Powers, who Steward
terms of the flesh were all attempts to rebel, to
intuits wants to fire him. So he prepares a letter of
enjoy, to create something whole and full.
resignation, dates it a week prior, goes into Dean
Powers’s office, says, “Hold it just a minute, Fatty,”
Both the fractures of Steward and the fractures
hands him the letter, and leaves, triumphant, saying, of The Lost Autobiography of Samuel Steward
“Fuck Kammer,” (the school’s chancellor) on his way
cohere in physical form: the body and the book.
out, and, “well, that was the end of twenty years of
Their internal rifts are subordinate to their factual,

physical existences. The book may strain the form
of the autobiography to its limits, may create a gulf
between representation and reality, may exist in
grafted sentences and re-ordered chapters. But, at
the end of the day, it exists materially, cohesively.
The same, generally, is true of Samuel Steward. He
was an English professor and an erotica writer and a
tattoo artist and he also went by Philip Sparrow and
Phil Andros and he fucked his way around the world
and was repressed and free and honest and enigmatic and all these things were held at once within
him, bound together in his material form. The body
can be grasped, touched, sucked, seen. It can assert
its own existence.
What, then, could a gay man born in Ohio in 1910
have done but live a life through his body? The very
existence of homosexuality — Steward’s full personhood — had been, throughout his life, socially and
criminally denied, but every orgasm he shared with
a man was intimate proof to the contrary. The power
of the body lies in its assertion of an irremovable
physical presence — queer people, trans people,
racialized people, undocumented people stick in this
world through the existence of queer, trans, racialized, undocumented bodies. It is a goal of oppressive structures and individuals to regulate, or to
deny, that assertion, to constrict one’s ability to use
one’s own body, or to make it disappear entirely. So
what freedom can be found today, as Steward found
throughout his extraordinary twentieth-century gay
life, in feeling, sensing, living fully and deeply in our
own bodies?
There are no clean answers to this in The Lost
Autobiography. But there is a scene in which Steward
meets Thomas Mann and tells the German writer
that he has “written what is possibly the greatest
paean of love to the human body that has ever been
put on paper.”
The paean, from Mann’s 1924 novel The Magic
Mountain, reads, in part, “the body is rough and paling on its surface from fear and shame of itself. But
it also is a great adorable glory, miraculous image of
life, holy wonder of form and beauty.”
The Lost Autobiography pushes us frantically, haphazardly, sensually to reject fear and shame of the
flesh, embrace the physicality of the self and others,
and behold the marginalized body as a miraculous
image of life, the holy wonder of form and beauty,
the great self-asserting unifier.
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STILL NOT FREE
CLAIRE ELLIMAN

ON AUGUST 26TH 2018, JAILHOUSE LAWYERS SPEAK, a group of
incarcerated activists, announced a nation-wide
prison strike that would become the largest since
1971. The strike spanned two weeks and demanded
an end to brutal living conditions in prison: an end
to prison without parole, to felony disenfranchisement, to slave-labor conditions. While planned
as a direct response to the death of seven men
in a riot at Lee Correctional Institution in South
Carolina last April, the strike did not correspond
to any particular tipping-point in actual prison
conditions. Incarcerated life has long been harrowingly inhumane.
Information on life inside prison is difficult to
gather; the iron gates of prisons seal people out
as tightly as they trap the incarcerated within.
The strike sought, above all, to counter public indifference and attract media attention—to
remind Americans that concrete walls do not
erase the existence of those men and women
living behind them.

percent more likely to be held in a detention facility than white teenagers; and individuals struggling with mental illness are three times more
likely to be imprisoned than receive treatment at a
hospital. These numbers do not take into account
individuals in U.S. Immigration and Customs
Enforcement (ICE) detention.
The proliferation of literature in the last ten years
on the US criminal justice system has ignited a
robust conversation about mass incarceration. In
2010, legal scholar Michelle Alexander published
The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age
of Colorblindness, which highlighted the connection between structural racism and the criminal
justice system for the broader public. Director Ava
Duvernay developed and popularized Alexander’s
thesis in her 2016 documentary 13th, arguing that
mass incarceration represents the continuation of
slavery in America.

Other researchers and academics have added
further evidence and nuance to this conversation.
America is in an age of mass incarceration.
In Locking Up Our Own: Crime and Punishment in
From 1972 to 2009, the rate of incarceration in
Black America, published last year, James Forman
the US rose from 93 incarcerated per 100,000 free Jr. draws a surprising connection between black
Americans, to 536 per 100,000. The numbers in
politicians and the rise of “tough on crime” polithe last ten years have lessened slightly, thanks
cies that played such a crucial role in the incarto state-level repeals of draconian sentencing
ceration boom. Bryan Stevenson, in his Pulitzer
laws such as California's Three Strikes law, which
Prize-winning 2014 book Just Mercy: A Story of
required a minimum of 25 years in prison for
Justice and Redemption, focuses on the inhuindividuals convicted of prior illegal action. There manity of the death penalty; his observations
remain today 2.2 million people incarcerated in
of systematic injustice from his work in Georgia
the United States and more than 4.6 million indiand Alabama, states with some of the most brutal
viduals under probation or parole —more than any incarceration trends, are scalable to every level
other nation in the world.
of criminal justice system, from sentencing to
re-entry. Most recently, Alisa Roth’s 2018 book,
Structural racism and deep inequalities define
Insane: America's Criminal Treatment of Mental
our prison system. African Americans are incarIllness, sheds light on America’s shameful attitude
cerated at more than 5 times the rate of white
towards mental illness and incarceration; across
Americans; Native American youths are 300
the country, prisons and jails are becoming the
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nation’s de facto mental healthcare providers—
a job for which they are woefully and dangerously
ill-equipped.
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living expenses and paid his steep probation fee
of $65 dollars a month. During his incarceration,
she brought Bobby’s young daughter to visit him,
ensuring a continued relationship between father
Bruce Western, a sociology professor at Harvard
and daughter. Bobby’s mother may seem heroic,
University, contributed to the mass incarcerabut she is far from unique. Her role in supporting
tion dialogue this year with the publication of
her relative’s return home parallels that of many
Homeward: Life in the a Year After Prison. His
family members throughout the study. With syswork deals not with the rise of mass incarceration, tems inadequately equipped to support those
but with reentry, the structural difficulties of tran- coming home, the economic and emotional bursitioning home after incarceration.
dens fall on family members, who are overwhelmingly elderly women and are often suffering their
For a year, Western worked with a team of
own hardships of poverty and recovery from
researchers at the Harvard Kennedy School’s
sexual violence.
Boston Reentry Study, collecting interviews from
122 men and women returning to society after time Incarcerated women often face an even more
spent in Massachusetts state prisons. Homeward
difficult journey after release than their male
provides a series of detailed and sympathetic
counterparts. The societal stigma attached to
portraits of the men and women from life before
female incarceration, the disproportionate number
incarceration to their first year home. By portrayof women suffering from drug addiction as coming such stories, Western reminds his readers
pared to men, and the criminalization of sex work
both of the pervasive influence of the criminal jus- all force women to pay a greater psychological
tice system and the long-term psychological and
toll when they come home. Women report higher
economic repercussions of imprisonment.
incidences of depression and post-traumatic
stress disorder after time in prison, as well as difCentral to Western’s study is the criminal justice
ficulty recovering from the stigma of being seen
system’s fixation with punishment over rehabilto have “abandoned” their children while incarceritation. This punitive instinct not only affects
ated. In a society where the social welfare system
individuals recovering from incarceration, but
places disproportionate expectations on mothers
also touches entire families and communities.
to be caregivers, incarcerated mothers often expeThose who suffer the greatest consequences are
rience near-impossible levels of emotional and
the most vulnerable: the economically disadeconomic strain.
vantaged, people with psychiatric illnesses, and
those suffering from addiction. It is from these
In Western’s study, nine out of the fifteen women
very populations that Western draws the majority
interviewed suffered from drug addictions, parof participants for his research. He challenges
ticularly to heroin, the chronic use of which often
the cold dichotomy often placed between offendleads to physical disabilities that exacerbate the
ers and victims by highlighting the overwhelming
cycle of drug dependence and extreme poverty.
exposure to violence among his participants; his
The experiences of incarcerated women highlight
case studies portray lives swayed and defined by
the justice system’s extreme injustices; the most
violence from early childhood through incarceravulnerable are the most brutally punished. Instead
tion and into the first months home.
of receiving comprehensive mental healthcare and
rehabilitation aid, they are denied comprehensive
Western divides his book into categorized chapsupport and face continued incarceration.
ters with titles like “Women,” “Family,” “Race
and Racism,” and “Income.” This categorization
Much of the political conversation concerning the
necessarily flattens the complex identities and
criminal justice system has centered on recidistories of his participants, downplaying the reality vism—a formerly incarcerated person’s return to
that each individual’s return home is affected
prison. It is a poor metric by which to evaluate
or plagued by a variety of interconnected social
the experience of an individual’s return home as
positions. Still, across these categories a strong
it suggests equal agency for all those recovering
pattern emerges: that of the roles female family
from prison. As Western reveals, life after prison
members play in supporting formerly incarcerated presents an unequal slew of difficulties. The list of
individuals’ transitions back into society.
the justice system’s flaws can seem insurmountable – from the state’s failure to provide housing
One such story stands out for its portrayal of the
and addiction recovery support, to the imposition
psychological and economic violence of incarcer- of barbaric parole fees, to inadequate mentorship
ation, the heavy burden placed on women, and the and employment opportunities. Focusing on recidracially discriminatory employment regime that
ivism disregards the many layers of this failed
awaits those returning home. Bobby (a pseudsystem. Western admirably shies away from using
onym) was incarcerated in his early 20s. A young,
this metric in his book.
healthy man, he should have been a prime candidate for employment. But because he spent his
Western’s research team did not include anyone
early adult years incarcerated without access to
with personal experience in the criminal juswork experience or to higher education, his job
tice system. It consisted only of undergraduate
prospects were limited. When filling out applicaand graduate sociology students entrenched in
tions, Bobby’s status as a formerly incarcerated
a university environment. The structure of his
black man became an insurmountable barrier
study appears first and foremost academic, necto entry into the workforce. While 70 percent of
essarily limiting the audience and impact of the
the white participants in Western’s study were
work. Western’s greatest shortcoming is a split
employed within four months of their release, only tone – prose at times academic and at times mov50 percent of black and Hispanic participants
ing. The book does not offer much new to those
found work in their first year home. The list of
already familiar with the failures of our criminal
impediments to economic security for people of
justice system; his heart-wrenching case studies
color after incarceration contributes to a cycle of
confirm and synthesize trends that are currently
frustration and depression; this often exacerbates much-discussed, and his comprehensive data
the already overwhelming mental health struggles may further research on reentry. Hopefully simdeveloped during incarceration.
ilar studies will come to cover areas outside of
Boston. The reader looking for an introduction to
Through housing, payments and emotional supthe criminal justice system, though, will likely find
port, Bobby’s mother did what she could to ease
Western’s prose too academic, both in its structure
Bobby’s transition home. She subsidized Bobby’s
and narrative style.

Western is at his most impassioned when he
emphasizes the lack of agency of experienced by
those with “human frailty”—his phrase for mental
illness, drug addiction, chronic pain and extreme
poverty. In many ways, Western confirms in
Homeward Bryan Stevenson’s famous statement
that, in the United States, “the opposite of poverty
is justice.” The detailed portraits that Western
provides throughout his book paint a picture of a
population recovering from violence experienced
both in childhood and in prison, suffering from
the continuous grip of a punitive criminal justice
system long after sentences end.
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GREATER UNITIES
GABRIEL GROZ

AT THE AGE OF 88, J.H. Elliott has written the history of
early-modern Spain and its empire a dozen times
over. Since the publication of his first book in 1963,
a monograph on the 1640 Revolt of the Catalans,
Elliott’s work has received nearly universal praise,
both from his fellow historians of Spain and from
European governments and academic organs, which
have bestowed upon him a long list of honors that
includes a knighthood and membership in several
Spanish orders. In his retirement from his position
as Regius Professor at Oxford, Elliott is the rare
living historian whose work is a necessary component of any undergraduate’s education. No student
encounters early-modern Spain without experiencing it through Elliott’s secondary scholarship. Nor
is this paradigm likely to change any time soon,
especially after the 2006 release of Elliott’s monumental synthetic history of the British and Spanish
American empires, titled Empires of the Atlantic
World (Yale, 2006). Which leads us to his most recent
work, the subject of this review. Some fifty-five years
after The Revolt of the Catalans was published,
Elliott has returned to Catalonia as the starting point
for yet another book, this time an explicitly comparative history with a sexy title: Scots and Catalans:
Union and Disunion.
As the nationalist threats to the perpetual peace
once promised by the European Union show no
signs of abating, histories of European nationalisms
are the flavor du jour, especially among a certain
subset of the public that continues to be shocked
by the failure of history to simply end already. The
time would thus seem ripe for a topical book on the
recent origins of Scotland and Catalonia’s secession movements and referendum campaigns. This
is, after all, a past that is recent and vivid. One can
recall the dramatic events of summer 2017, when
Catalonia’s declaration of independence from
Spain—born in the aftermath of a referendum that
was deemed illegal by the overwhelming majority

of Spanish and international jurists—propelled
Spain into a full-blown constitutional crisis. This
was a moment that laid bare, in an almost perfectly
Foucauldian sense, the violence inherent in the system: Madrid’s sovereignty over Catalonia may have
been litigated in the courts, but it was proven and
secured in the streets by the Guardia Civil, the same
police unit that, uncomfortably, carried out many
of Franco’s massacres and purges in the thirties.
Two years later, the Spanish police have stopped
bludgeoning secessionist voters and attacking poll
stations, but things are by no means back to status
quo ante. Carles Puidgemont, the former Catalonian
president, remains in exile in Belgium, while many
of his comrades are still jailed. The Catalonian
future is yet to be seen.
In Britain’s case, the Scottish referendum debate
was far less raucous; no heads were bashed. But it
was no less consequential, all this in spite of the
Scottish National Party’s failure to win the referendum that they themselves planned. The long-term
effects of the Scottish independence movement
on the trajectory of the United Kingdom, even in
its defeat, cannot be overstated. As Britain desperately prepares for its withdrawal from the European
Union, one cannot help revisiting the national agony
over the 2015 independence referendum as a kind of
first act for things to come; after all, Scottish voters
decided to remain in the union just one year before
their English neighbors put the Brexit Yes vote over
the fifty-fifty mark. The European Union is, by contrast, overwhelmingly popular in Scotland; with the
UK’s exit impending, Nicola Sturgeon, Scotland’s
SNP First Minister, is widely acknowledged to be
planning for a second independence referendum.
A positive result seems plausible, especially in a
no-deal Brexit scenario. This is to say that, in a
post-imperial, post-Brexit United Kingdom, the status of Scotland remains an open question as well.
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Both cases—the Scottish and the Catalonian—are
important not solely for the potential they possess
to fundamentally alter two major world economies,
but also for the normative challenges that independence and secession pose to several crucial
assumptions of modern political logic. The Scottish
and Catalonian secessionists (or independence
activists) are unmistakably nationalists—but a different sort from the right-wing national conservatives
who have taken power in countries like Poland, India,
and the United States. The SNP is social-democratic
and culturally liberal, and, as has been noted, sees
a European future for an independent Scotland;
despite the region’s notoriously entrenched xenophobia, Catalonia is a stronghold of the Spanish Left,
and Catalonian nationalists have positioned themselves as the moral successors to the Republicans of
the Civil War era. The questions that the two cases
pose, then, are basic and thorny. What is the status
of the nation state in the 21st century, and what is
the character of contemporary nationalism? What is
the future of democratic Europe? Can the existential
terms of a federal constitution be revisited?
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need a conclusion. What is the meaning of the comparison that Elliott has so painstakingly laid out?
What ought we make of the comparative history he
presents?
***
A significant and growing subfield of the historical discipline, comparative history can be broadly
seen as possessing two main purposes. The first we
can call “expository,” the second “explanatory.” The
expository potential of comparative history is more
easily producible—and, in general, less interesting.
A work of economic history, say, that exposes the
(hypothetical) similarities between the Incan and
pre-modern Chinese corvée labor systems reveals
a superficially interesting point of commonality—but
what does that tell us? Comparison without systematic explanation often lacks significance.

Explanatory comparative history, which asserts the
primary responsibility of a set of common, often
entangled factors for the appearance of a phenomenon in the history of one or more societies,
Readers of Elliott will expect in Scots and Catalans
owes its existence in large part to Marc Bloch, the
a side-by-side history of European separatist nation- French-Jewish historian of feudalism and resistance
alism with a politically relevant “takeaway” that
fighter murdered by the Nazis in 1944. In a seminal
addresses normative questions like these: in short,
conference essay delivered in 1928, Bloch posited
a history of Western Europe’s separatist nationalism the comparative method as an effective means
along the lines of what Timothy Snyder has done for in the historian’s logical toolkit that could prove a
the history of Eastern Europe’s renewed Christian
phenomenon’s existence and confirm its structural
nationalism. But Elliott is not writing takeaway
importance. Despite extensive subsequent critique,
history. Scots and Catalans does not present a new
most notably by the Chicago social historian William
“narrative” interpretation of the meaning of European Sewell, Bloch’s original notion of the logical power
nationalism writ large, or theorize the parallel devel- of comparative history has remained highly influenopments of Scottish and Catalonian secession in
tial, informing dozens of major comparative historiterms of abstract notions of sovereignty, right, or
cal studies.
federalism.
Elliott was not the first to apply Bloch’s comparative
Instead it catalogues the sequence of events—by
method to early-modern Scotland. From among the
decade after analogous decade—that, in their sucbody of existing comparative histories of Scotland,
cessive order, produced the political and instino single individual has been so influential as has
tutional arrangements that define the present in
the Cambridge intellectual historian John Robertson,
Scotland and Catalonia. This is in and of itself a
whom Elliott cites in the preface to Scots and
considerable achievement on Elliott’s part, given the Catalans as a major influence on his own work.
difficulty of navigating between two historiographies Robertson’s comparison was between early-modern
and sets of archival sources; it is also novel, as an
Scotland and Naples—until 1816 a constituent kinghistorical comparison of Catalonia and Scotland has dom within the Spanish Empire. In a polemical internever been done before. But Elliott’s method and
vention, Robertson strove to prove the existence of
construction in Scots and Catalans is traditional in a a single Enlightenment by looking for its common
way that may overwhelm even the committed reader. intellectual underpinnings in the two disparate
In prose that is reminiscent of the Oxford style of
European outposts.
his fellow early-modernist Jonathan Israel, each of
Elliott’s sentences is a citable unit in its own right.
By the early aughts, the Enlightenment—both as a
This does not impede comprehension—Elliott is a
category of historical inquiry and as a chronologigifted writer, famous for his prose—but flow is not
cal sortation—had come under vigorous attack by a
the goal here. His work is comprehensive catalogue, diverse set of critics from across the historiographnot selective narrative. It is concerned with the hard ical and ideological spectra. Some claimed that a
facts of Scottish and Catalonian history, not the
singular, pan-European Enlightenment had never
theoretical and historical-political potential that the really existed, pointing instead to a set of localized
two cases pose.
Enlightenments, plural. Others acknowledged the
existence of a cohesive Enlightenment but decried
Caveat lector, part two. Though Elliott’s book conits hypocrisies, emphasizing the Enlightenment’s
cludes with a characteristically detailed section
connections with empire, racism, and sexism.
on the recent referenda, the focus of Scots and
Catalans is squarely on the events of the sevenRobertson rejected both attacks, entering the fray to
teenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries: the
make a case for “the” Enlightenment in both senses
complicated political negotiations, ethno-linguisof the word—as a meaningful unit of analysis and
tic alliances, and economic contingencies that
as a worthwhile source of inspiration for modern
preceded the recent nationalist upsurges in both
politics—with a book titled, straightforwardly, The
countries. In his engagement with what amounts to
Case for the Enlightenment: Scotland and Naples,
a thousand total years of history, the precision that
1680-1760. The common structural causes behind the
Elliott achieves is astounding. For its rigor and defin- genesis of Enlightenment thought in the universities
itiveness, Scots and Catalans represents the height
and libraries of Naples and Edinburgh, Robertson
of what comparative history can accomplish. The
contended, were the peculiar dynamics of Sicily
result is a product of immense reference value.
and Scotland within the composite monarchies of
Spain and Britain, respectively. Both were “kingBut reference value is not enough. Academic histodoms ruled as provinces,” with ancient claims to
rians can and will consult Elliott’s work on the facts; independence and a native upper-middle class that
but that is hardly the be-all and end-all of history
had been exposed to classical republican thought.
writing. In this tortuous dual history—one that, to
And, crucial to the cultivation of both countries’
real credit, resists an easy or trite epitome—we still
philosophical luminaries, the intellectual elite of

Scotland and Naples shared in common access to
the sources of Epicureanism, an important influence
on both Naples’s Giambattista Vico and Scotland’s
David Hume.
Robertson’s comparative history had a clear argument and logic to explicate. But Elliott is not so
much argumentative as he is declarative. His
chapters have themes, like “Incorporating Unions,”
but these are matters of fact rather than charged
interpretations. Robertson proves a point; Elliott
presents what might be confused for an extremely
erudite kind of show and tell.
***
Elliott begins Scots and Catalans with a context
of sixteenth-century Scottish sovereignty, moving
swiftly to the kingdom’s involvement in the rise of
the Stuarts, with the peculiar status of James VI and
I (1566-1625) as king of both Scotland and England.
Elliott’s treatment of the early-modern period is
accessible and fair, especially in his discussion of
the Revolution against Charles (1642-1651)—no small
accomplishment given the often-partisan character
of seventeenth-century English historiography—in
which Scotland played the decisive role. The 1707
Act of Union, which merged the two monarchies to
create the United Kingdom, and the rise and fall of
the subsequent Jacobite restoration movement, led
by the Stuart Bonnie Prince Charlie, are explored
with subtlety. Scotland’s rise to prosperity over the
course of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries
is given extensive space, as well; Elliott emphasizes
the integral role played by Scotland and the Scots
within the burgeoning British Empire—and the extent
to which Scotland benefited from Britain’s growing
imperial project, with the rise of industrial Glasgow
and increased nationwide prosperity. Scotland’s
economic decline in the second half the twentieth
century is also explored, with a particular emphasis on postwar deindustrialization; a combination
of economic distress and devolution agreements
with London, Elliott argues, created a nationalist
feedback loop. The genealogy of Scottish discontent is thus recent, rather than ancient; much of the
nineteenth century saw a productive union. Disunion
emerged as an option as a consequence of Britain’s
own declining stature as a former empire.

of a united, albeit devolved, Spain. It is largely as a
consequence, Elliott contends, of Spain’s mixed fortunes in the global economy of the 21st century, and
a devolution campaign similar to Scotland’s in the
mid-1970s, that independence retains its magnetic
pull. But, as Elliott rightly maintains, secession is
by no means a consensus position in Catalonia.
There are millions still who support union with
Spain; the opposition boycott of the independence
referendum speaks to this. Neither union nor disunion is a foregone conclusion, in Scotland as well.
As the examples of both recent and distant history
demonstrate, Scottish unionism has won the day a
dozen times over.
***
Elliott’s comparative history of Scotland and
Catalonia effectively illuminates the long-term origins of independence movements in those countries.
There are commonalities to be found, when the picture is painted with broad brushstrokes. In the more
distant past, the growth of centralizing English and
Castilian states led to a centuries-long cycle: first
rebellion, then resistance, then accommodation and
incorporation, in both Scotland and Catalonia. In
the more recent past, a period that, for this history,
includes the present, a combination of nationalist
mythologizing, economic anxiety, and political contingency precipitated the referenda crises of 2015
and 2017. The sourcing for Elliott’s account of these
developments could not be more thorough. It is as
close to a definitive history as one could ever hope
to write.
But Elliot’s comparison doesn’t conclude. We are
left with an abundance of historical data, yet are
unsure what to do with it. Part of Elliott’s central
thesis about the contemporary success of separatist
nationalism is that historical narrative—read, partisan mythmaking—is intensely powerful. Catalonia
had never been independent, and yet its contemporary nationalists were able to leverage a story of
an ancient constitution to powerful effect. What is
Elliott’s story? We have information everywhere, but
it’s unclear what we ought to think.

But maybe this is precisely the point, even if we
have to take pains to tease it out. Elliott responds
to the historical mythmaking of twenty-first century
On the Catalonian side, Elliott begins with the feudal partisans with a kind of anti-narrative. If the histororigins of Catalonian autonomy within the medieval ical processes that formed the modern nations of
Crown of Aragon, before moving on to a discussion
Catalonia and Scotland are contingent rather than
of the failed Catalonian Revolts of 1640-1652, the
essential, that is, more dependent on the particular
aftermath of which witnessed the region’s further
fortunes of individuals and factions than on some
integration within a consolidating Spanish state.
generalizable nationalist law of history, there is
The eighteenth and nineteenth centuries both saw
nothing predetermined about the future. In the hismoments of crisis and prosperity, of localization and tories of Catalonia and Scotland there are moments
centralization: the end of the War of the Spanish
of union and disunion, ebb and flow. The pendulum
Succession in 1715, in which the Catalans took the
swings both ways. It is the responsibility of the hisFrench side, saw a crackdown on local autonomy,
torian to open the past as a resource. Elliott does
while the second half of the century witnessed
not make it easy, but the careful integrationist may
a Catalonian cultural renaissance and improved
yet find in Scots and Catalans the conditions for creliving conditions. Likewise, Catalonia exited the
ating a more equitable federation.
Napoleonic Wars in 1815 scarred and depleted, even
as its industrial base rebounded to thrive in the
century’s last decades. In the twentieth century,
Catalonia flourished under republican Spain (19311939), and defended the Republic on autonomous
grounds during the Civil War, only to experience
severe linguistic and cultural repression under the
first decades of Franco’s corporatist regime. The
region’s recovery in the latter decades as part of the
so-called Spanish Miracle is also given significant
attention, as are the efforts to enhance local autonomy for Catalonia after Spain’s democratic transition in 1978.
The myth of primordial independence, then, is
corrected by this history of centralization and
decentralization, with no easy pigeonholing; there
were moments when Catalonia prospered as part
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DON'T DO
IT MATTY

20

RUBY BILGER

WE WERE ALL SITTING ON THE FIELD BEHIND THE RING TOSS AND PETER SAID JOSHUA PASS THE VODKA, and Joshua
did, a cut glass bottle about a quarter full. Peter took a big swig of it. Silas said hey Matty
odds are you finish the rest of that vodka and Matty said I don’t know, alright seven, and
they went three, two, one, and then both shouted two! And the whole group went ooooh!
Don’t do it Matty I said, come on, he said sorry I have to, and I said please Matty you’re just
gonna puke and then it won’t be fun for anyone. Matty said sorry Alice, odds are is the rule,
and he chugged it. Everyone cheered. I said that’s some middle school shit you guys and
thought these boys have issues. Alice looks unhappy Silas said. I am I told him, and suddenly they all started laughing…
it’s just water Alice! Silas said. —What? —It’s just water. Joshua keeps water in that bottle.
You can smell it, look. —What the hell guys? Was that planned? Nah Silas said, the whole
thing was improvised. —Well how did you both say two? I was tapping two fingers on my
chest Silas said, Matty caught on at the last moment. I stared at him. I took another look at
the empty bottle that said RYE WHISKEY. I’m too high for this I said. I’m starting to feel the
set crumble around my whole life which is just a bit. You’re not really my friends. You’re just
here for the bit. It was all a bit Silas said, our ancestors came to America and created New
Jersey and all the eighteenth nineteenth and twentieth centuries happened to prepare for
this bit. And now that the bit is over history has ended.
As we lay in the grass I grew fuzzier, and gradually more touched by the whole situation,
given how much they all had to know about each other in order to make that bit work.
Peter had to know that Joshua kept water in that whiskey bottle, and Joshua had to know
that Peter knew that, and is often sarcastic, and Joshua had to want to play along with
Peter’s sarcasm when he passed Peter the bottle, even though Joshua isn’t a sarcastic person. And Silas had to know that everyone else knew it was just water in that bottle, too,
except me, and in the moment he gave Matty the odds are all the other boys had to silently
catch on and decide to do the bit together. They were little things, but they came from
spending so much time around one another. And it was touching, really, that they’d reached
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this point together—they were all so different aside from going to our school and smoking
pot every day.
Well, that wasn’t so true. They understood each other. They must have known it early on.
When one of them went to a certain plane the others were there. We were all on our backs
now, the air was humming. Peter, Silas said. Did you know that there are more spiders within
five feet of you than there are people who have ever lived in the world. Wow said Peter. I did
not know that. That’s amazing. And then there’s Spiders George, Silas said, have you heard
of him Peter. People are saying it’s not true that everyone eats an average of eight spiders in
their lifetime. Well it is true, the average is true, and it’s because of Spiders George, Peter.
He lives in a cave and eats a thousand spiders a day. He throws off the average.
Peter took the joint from Matty and puffed it busily. That’s important information he said.
Are people talking about this yet, do people know about this? He coughed and passed the
joint along, slouched forward, fidgeted with his shoelaces. At that time of night dusk powder hung in the air and dusted the hills light black. I touched the grass, wet and cold, and
heard the clinking ring toss behind me, the chattering of boys and girls. Peter’s gotten
taller I thought, and his jeans ride high above his ankles now. He was skinny, always a nerdy
looking kid, but in a pretty way, with his thick, dark ringlets and high cheekbones. He did a
magic show for kids at the library and looked good in a tailcoat. He probably knew that to
some extent. His head fell against one shoulder. Has it occurred he said, has it occurred to
anyone why there’s a circus. That’s something we haven’t discussed yet. What the circus is
doing here.
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After a pause Peter said frankly I think it’s ridiculous that it happened at all. Where do these
events even come from. Acrobats? Stilts? Fire eating? I don’t know who thought it was a
good idea and who thought it was entertaining but people in the past were wack and we just
keep it going because we think it’s nice to do that. Nah Matty said, that’s not true about the
circus. People take it seriously. I’ve read so many accounts of people being moved to tears
by the circus.
You’ve read so many accounts of that? Peter said. Have you visited the circus archives? Are
you doing research on the circus? Laughter made the rounds, Matty mumbled shut up, grinning. Whatever he said, it’s still true. It’s beautiful coordination, people are so graceful at
the circus. He looked off, added quietly, on trapezes…on horses and…the ringmaster…they’re
always spinning……I see that, Joshua said. That’s beautiful.
He smiled, wide and slow. Soon enough his daydream spread to the rest of us, and for what
felt like a long time we all just lay there smiling too, floating in thoughts of tightrope walkers and trapezes. I felt Silas stirring beside me and when he opened his mouth I expected to
hear singing. A tearful aria or something like that. But Peter he said. We’re not at the circus.
Settle down, magic man.
And everyone snickered. We’d been waiting for him to say something though we hadn’t
known as much, and there he lay against the hillside, leaned back on his elbows, head
nicked toward the sky. Each boy radiated golden beams of attention, and when Silas spoke
they flared up and ran straight through him. People like him could hold attention like that.
When he muttered sarcastic things in math class you could feel it in the air how everyone
waited to hear them. A girl I saw at a party once could do it too, she wasn’t even pretty, she
walked up from the basement stairs and one of the boys croaked her name and gave her
dap and disappeared behind her. I remember how she walked, slow and wide and sort of
hunched, and what she was wearing, some sort of buckle shoe, and I’ve looked for that shoe
ever since but I don’t know the name of it….that was a party I came to with the boys, we went
places together. We sat together in classes, I talked to Matty and Peter on the bus every
morning and I knew they liked me, they did always invite me. But I wanted their attention,
I wanted to hold it and keep it at a simmer and know it would be there whenever I opened
my mouth. Every time I laughed their golden radiation reached me, shriveled up, slipped
around me, as if my body were coated in oil. Peter said surprising things. Peter didn’t care
that his voice was whiny. Joshua could hold it because he was always deep in thought, and

Silas, you just never knew when he would speak, and when he did the hillside glowed with
five brilliant sunbursts of attention.
I want a funnel cake Matty said. But I’m sure there’s a long line. I’ll hold off I guess. To prove
it to all you haters Silas said, all of you who doubted that I could resist. Fuck you, dad, you
never believed in me. Well just you watch.
I wanted to laugh so badly and to mask it I wandered away. How could I laugh again with
nothing to add? The ferris wheel turned lazily above us. I stood in line for it and got in a
carriage alone. The boys probably didn’t even realize I was gone. As the wheel creaked and
started to turn I could see them in a little ring below, barely moving, and out of the corner
of my eye I caught the swinging of another boy in the carriage ahead of me, back and forth,
his head bobbing in the air, he could fall out easily if he tried. I stared at him uncontrollably.
I had no desire to swing like that at all, what would it feel like to want to? And the boys still
sat there muted from this height in their circle, what did they talk about when I wasn’t there,
what did they understand about each other that they wouldn’t let me know, what would it
feel like to be a low-voiced girl who could lay among them naturally? If I were to ask them,
and if I were to say something, well that’s just not what we talk about….
—Do you live around here? The ride had ended. Robotically I had stumbled out and here was
kid from the carriage in front of me, a sexual pull in his eyes. —Sorry? I saw you looking at
me he said, back there on the ferris wheel. Can I get your number?
I said nothing, only returned his stare. I said nothing still, smiled wide as a banana. You
would think that, wouldn’t you? I’m just high is all. Here’s my number ferris wheel boy. Text
me hello. Meet me in Prague exactly seven months from now. Change your name, address,
and the color of your hair. I’ll be waiting for you at the Imperial Hotel but you won’t see me
in the lobby. When you arrive you’ll see a man by the ballroom door, and you’ll lean in and
whisper rye whiskey and he will shake your hand and let you inside. Do not contact me
further. Do not be afraid. I smiled at all this in my head, told him sorry I don’t live here, and
wandered quietly back to our spot behind the ring toss where the boys had gotten out their
speakers and started to play something trancelike, repetitive. In the blue carnival lights it
was like we were underwater, it was like Silas and Joshua were underwater, every bass note
rippled through us while they mimed playing the drums, a little behind the beat, just hi-hat
and snare. I mean I could see the drums there, they were so fluid. And I’ve thought many
times that I love it when they do that, and maybe when a song comes on that I like I could
do that too, but really, I’ve never felt like I could.
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MORE THAN TWO CENTURIES AFTER THE U.S. CONSTITUTION
was conceptualized, drafted, and ratified, it’s no
longer surprising or even iconoclastic to claim that
the Founding Fathers’ vision of America was not, in
fact, particularly inclusive. The government that
James Madison argued in Federalist Paper No. 10
would “refine and enlarge the public views, by passing them through the medium of a chosen body of
citizens” limited both “the public” and the “chosen
body” that would represent it to landed, well-educated white men1. The notion that anyone else might
desire change—that anyone else might have grievances deserving of political attention—was laughable.
“Depend upon it, sir,” John Adams declared in an oftcited 1776 letter, “it is dangerous to open So fruitfull
a Source of Controversy and Altercation, as would
be opened by attempting to alter the Qualifications
of Voters. There will be no End of it. New Claims will
arise. Women will demand a Vote. Lads from 12 to 21
will think their Rights not enough attended to, and
every Man, who has not a Farthing, will demand an
equal Voice with any other in all Acts of State.”2

prevalence of modern-day racial violence, even as
the poem responds to just one incident, the July 2016
shooting of Alton Sterling. But Smith also stretches
beyond the immediate in these poems, into archives
and across centuries, to unearth the narratives most
history textbooks omit. The collection’s obsessive
investment in historiography in addition to race and
politics invites us to read it with a wider lens—even
as we find in it a very contemporary kind of solace.

WADE IN THE WATER, like Tracy K. Smith’s previous three
books, is loosely organized into sections. The first
and fourth bookend the collection with a mixture of
allegorical and lyric pieces. From grocery shopping
after therapy (“Garden of Eden”: “The glossy pastries!
/ Pomegranate, persimmon, quince!”), to seraphs
dressed in biker gear (“The Angels”: “To think of
how they smelled, what / Comes to mind is rum and
gasoline”), to the idiosyncrasies of a young daughThis year’s midterm elections—in which over a hunter (“4 ½”: “She’s hungry. She wants / ‘Bread, toasted,
dred women were elected to Congress for the first
with no skin.’ And enough butter / To write her name
time, including the first Native women and the first
in”), these poems range between the mundane and
Muslim women—suggest that the fight for representhe spiritual, the lived and the imagined. But while
tation is an ongoing one. But present-day victories
critics often argue that, in Smith’s work, the personal
don’t diminish past injustices. What happened to the is political (Hilton Als writes in the New Yorker that
America the Founders dismissed? Where did their
“it is still a bold move for black women to take on the
voices go? And how can we recover them?
erotic in writing,” as Smith frequently does), these
poems, while charming, never quite reach—or even
These are the questions circulating in the backreach toward—the transformative power of the colground of Wade in the Water, Tracy K. Smith’s fourth lection’s middle sections.3
collection of poetry and her first since her appointment as U.S. Poet Laureate in 2017. Published in April, The best pieces in Wade in the Water instead transcend the bounds of the personal to fulfill a more
in the wake of the poetry revival that grew out of
sweeping ambition. Smith signals this shift with
the 2016 election, Wade in the Water seems, at first
“Declaration,” an erasure poem drawn from the text
glance, a timely response to the political moment.
“Our bodies run with ink dark blood,” Smith writes in of the Declaration of Independence, whose speaker
is not an individual but a collective: the enslaved
“Unrest in Baton Rouge”—a line that gestures at the
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people whose forced labor undergirded the nation’s
development and yielded the comforts of the men
who cemented their bondage in law. By deleting
words from the original Declaration, Smith reveals
the ugly irony threading through one of the most
canonical texts of American history:
Our repeated
Petitions have been answered only by repeated
injury.
We have reminded them of the circumstances of
our emigration
and settlement here.
—taken Captive
			

on the high Seas

							to bear—
Substituting the grievances of the Founding Fathers
with the grievances of those they enslaved, Smith
challenges the reductive, celebratory view that
America was established when oppressed American
colonists triumphed over oppressive British rule. As
she excavates one story from the other, she reminds
us that alternate narratives are already inscribed
within the institutions we take for granted—just
made invisible, eclipsed by the voices of others.
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The collection’s centerpiece, the fourteen-page-long
found poem “I Will Tell You the Truth about This,
I Will Tell You All about It,” presents this message
in its most developed and poignant form. Produced
in 2011 to accompany a series of exhibitions at the
Smithsonian National Portrait Gallery commemorating the 150th anniversary of the Civil War, the work
draws on more than fifty letters and statements
composed by black soldiers and their relatives
during and after the war. “I Will Tell You the Truth
about This” was thus not so much written as assembled: Smith explains in her notes to the collection
that “Once I began reading these texts, it became
clear to me that the voices in question should command all of the space within my poem.” Rather than
imagining the soldiers’ lives in her own words, she
abridged, enjambed, and reorganized the primary
documents. What results is a haunting succession
of need:

desperation one feels suffusing the sparse lines,
beginning with the innocence of the very address
(“Mr abarham lincon”). At the same time, suspended
in the blank space of the page, one becomes aware
of the simple majesty of the letter-writer’s language,
its rawness interrupted by moments of startling
beauty—that head “blossaming / for the grave.”
Stanza after stanza progress in this way. Lincoln
appears again as an addressee (“Mr president It is
my Desire to be free… you will please / let me know
if we are free
and what i can do”), as does the
head of the Freedmen’s Bureau (“I wish / to get my
Kinde All with me and I will take it / as a Greate favor
if you will help me to get them”). Other letters appeal
to family. “Dear Wife,” one begins. “I want to See you
and the Children very bad / I can get a house at any
time I will Say the word / So you need not to fear
as to that So come / wright on just as Soon as you
get this.” A few pages later, we discover the wife’s
response: “Dear husband, / I guess you would like to
know the reason why / that I did not come when you
wrote for / and that is because I hadnot the money… /
dear husband If you are coming after me / I want you
to come before it Get too cold.”
Most of the letters, however, are presented without
counterparts; the poem refuses us the knowledge
that they were answered or even received. The
sense of loss generated by reading these one-sided
missives culminates in the poem’s last section,
which Smith wove from veterans’ statements. Upon
emancipation, many black soldiers changed or took
on surnames that had been distorted or withheld by
their masters under slavery. Lacking birth certificates and other official documentation, they struggled to prove their identities when they applied for
the money promised to them for their service. Smith
excised single lines from the depositions these
soldiers wrote to petition the government for denied
pensions and organized her selections into thematic
litanies. The resulting section evokes the shared
experiences of these men, deriving its power not
from the voice of any individual but from the force
of repetition:
I am 60 odd years of age—

I am 62 years of age next month—

I am about 65 years of age—

Mr abarham lincon
I wont to knw sir if you please
whether I can have my son relest
from the arme
I have now

I reckon I am about 67 years old—

he is all the subport
his father is Dead

I am about 68 years of age—

and his brother that wase all
the help I had
twise

he has bean wonded

I am on the rise of 80 years of age—

he has not had nothing to send me yet

now I am old and my head is blossaming

I am 89 years old—

for the grave and if you do I hope
the lord will bless you and me
The passage is difficult to read on multiple levels,
from the misspelled words that the reader must
sound out (“relest,” “subport,” “wonded”), to the

I am 94 years of age—

I don’t know my exact age—

Multiplied this way, these simple assertions take
on an unexpected gravity, blending into a clamor
for justice, or even just acknowledgment. What happened to these soldiers and their claims? The
poem offers no resolution, no sense of closure.
Poured out onto a reader a century and a half too
late, these supplications task us—much as they originally tasked the federal government—with the duty
to listen.
In the book’s third section, Smith tackles manifestations of these problems in the twenty-first century.
“The United States Welcomes You” attacks the reader
with an interrogation that slowly gives way to fear—
an incisive deconstruction of xenophobia and racism: “What is / The nature of your mission? Do you
seek / To offer a confession? Have you anything to
do / With others brought by us to harm? Then / Why
are you afraid? And why do you invade / Our night,
hands raised, eyes wide, mute / As ghosts?”

she admits to including “a lot of… traditional love
poems in my first three books.”6 Wade in the Water,
however, traffics in love not for family but for strangers. It demands that we love those for whom we feel
no obligation, with whom we share no history, even
as political and racial conflict make such a possibility seem remote. “Is it strange to say love is a
language / Few practice, but all, or near all speak?”
Smith asks in “Unrest in Baton Rouge.” “Even the
men in black armor, the ones / Jangling handcuffs
and keys, what else / Are they so buffered against, if
not love’s blade / Sizing up the heart’s familiar meat?”

The collection’s title poem models one such
exchange of love. “Wade in the Water” describes a
performance Smith attended by the Geechee Gullah
Ring Shouters. Through song and dance, the group
preserves the history and culture of the Gullah
people, an African American population that, due to
patterns of slave importation, developed a unique
creole language called Geechee. The performance
Another long poem, “Watershed,” recounts an
began with a woman telling each member of the
environmental health scandal. In the early 2000s,
audience she loved them. For Smith, receiving such
Rob Bilott, a corporate lawyer, discovered that the
a gift was revelatory: “One of the women greeted
American chemical manufacturer DuPont had spent me. / I love you, she said. She didn’t / Know me, but
decades dumping the toxin perfluorooctanoic acid
I believed her, / And a terrible new ache / Rolled
onto land purchased from a former employee rather over in my chest, / Like in a room where the drapes /
than disposing of it according to regulation. The pol- Have been swept back.”
lution sickened both livestock and people, many of
whom developed cancer accompanied by disturbing, This love is surely one we need now. But Wade in
unclassifiable symptoms. Dead calves appeared with the Water offers us no quick fixes. Instead, the collection invites us to grapple with the ways in which
“hair missing
back humped” or one eye “a brilthe past resonates in the present. Its most arresting
liant chemical blue”; employees “came home sick—
fever, nausea, diarrhea, / vomiting—‘Teflon flu.’” Once poems trouble the concept that a single voice can
speak for all, that the plurality of narratives that
more, Smith mines the poem’s language from archival sources: this time, a 2016 New York Times article make up our nation can crystallize in the form of any
one representative—a dilemma that stretches back
and a series of personal narratives catalogued by
the Near-Death Experience Research Foundation, an more than two centuries to the Founding Fathers’
organization dedicated to exploring “consciousness idea of America. Love, Smith suggests, requires this
kind of long view. “When at last we knew how little
experiences and [spreading] the message of love,
/ Would survive us—how little we had mended // Or
unity, and peace around the world.”4
built that was not now lost—something / Large and
Laced with disparate voices—dispassionate journalold awoke,” she writes in “An Old Story.” “And then
ist (“Clients called R to say they had received diagno- our singing / Brought on a different manner of
ses of cancer”), concerned worker (“It don’t look like weather.” Armed with the weight of history, Wade in
anything I’ve been into before”), reflective survivor
the Water calls on us to revel in the nation’s irre(“I was swept away by some unknown force, and
ducible diversity even as we engage in the messy,
started to move at an enormous speed. Just moving
complicated, uncomfortable process of listening:
like a thunderbolt through a darkness”)—the hybrid
the difficulties, but also the pleasures, of helping
nature of the poem is disorienting, at least at first.
democracy succeed.
But as the narrative emerges, it becomes clear that
any untangling is not only unnecessary but potentially damaging. Unlike other long narrative poems—
Frank Bidart’s “Herbert White,” say, or Anne Carson’s
“The Glass Essay”—“Watershed” doesn’t require a
central embodied speaker to work. Rather, its power
lies in its lack of a central speaker. Truth, Smith
seems to suggest, arises not from any single person,
1 James Madison, Federalist Papers: No. 10, “The Same
but from the messy, incoherent collective. Only by
Subject Continued: The Union as a Safeguard Against
having faith in that incoherence can we locate the
Domestic Faction and Insurrection,” New York Packet, 23
full picture.
November 1787, accessed Avalon Project, http://avalon.law.
yale.edu/18th_century/fed10.asp.
2 “From John Adams to James Sullivan, 26 May 1776,” Founders
Online, National Archives, last modified June 13, 2018, http://
founders.archives.gov/documents/Adams/06-04-02-0091.

SO WHAT DOES SUCH FAITH ENTAIL? Smith has said that
Wade in the Water is, ultimately, a collection about
3 Hilton Als, “Tracy K. Smith’s Poetry of Desire,” New
love. “I’ve become really interested in thinking
Yorker, 1 October 2018, https://www.newyorker.com/
more deeply about compassion. I was going to say
magazine/2018/10/01/tracy-k-smiths-poetry-of-desire.
love,” she explained in an interview at Georgetown
University’s Berkley Center. “This is a book that’s
4 “Who We Are,” Near Death Experience Research Foundation,
desperate for love to feel familiar…. [It’s] a book
accessed 30 November 2018, https://www.nderf.org/pages_
that’s obsessed with what it would feel like if I could
about.html.
love you, and you, and you, what our world would feel
like if that was our prime objective, which, I’m told, it
5 “A Conversation with U.S. Poet Laureate Tracy K. Smith,”
is supposed to be.”5
Georgetown University Berkley Center, 26 October

Love isn’t a new topic for Smith. Her previous collec2017, 8:03 – 8:40, https://berkleycenter.georgetown.edu/
events/a-conversation-with-u-s-poet-laureate-tracy-k-smith.
tion, Life on Mars, reads as an extended elegy for
her father, an aerospace engineer who worked on the
6 Ibid., 8:19 – 8:22.
Hubble telescope; in the Berkley Center interview,
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